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ABSTRACT 



AmeriCorps is composed of three programs, State and 
National; National Civilian Community Corps (NCCC) ; and Volunteers in Service 
to America (VISTA) . The focus of this report is on the AmeriCorps 
State/National program. Education-related activities have been a priority for 
AmeriCorps' parent organization, the National Corporation for Public Service, 
since its inception. To inform staff, programs, Congress, and other 
stakeholders about its literacy activities, the Corporation contracted with 
Abt Associates to conduct an independent descriptive study. Abt Associates 
surveyed 517 directors of AmeriCorps programs engaged in literacy 
services--of these, 481 responded for a response rate of 93%. Findings 
include: slightly more than half of all programs are involved in education 
(54%) ; 42% of programs provide literacy services (n=406) ; 37% of programs 
provide direct tutoring in reading (n=360) ; 5% of program provide 
literacy-related activities such as reading aloud to children (n=46) ; most 
AmeriCorps State/National educational programs provide literacy services 
(84%) ; and of those programs conducting literacy services, most conduct 
tutoring activities in reading (89%) . The report is divided into these 
chapters: (1) Background; (2) Description of the AmeriCorps Educational 

State/National Literacy Programs; (3) Structure of Literacy Programs; and (4) 
Tutoring Activities and Effective Practices. Contains numerous exhibits of 
data. Appended are a description of the survey design and implementation; and 
selected analyses for the complete respondent sample. (NKA) 
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Executive Summary 



This executive summary highlights findings from the report of the Descriptive Study of 
AmeriCorps Literacy Programs: State and National.' The summary begins with an 
introduction describing the activities of the Corporation for National Service, particularly 
those focused on literacy and education, followed by a discussion of the study design. The 
last section presents the key findings. 

Introduction 

• The Corporation for National Service (the Corporation) is a public corporation 
established by the National and Community Service Act in 1993. The 
Corporation’s mission is to engage Americans of all ages and backgrounds in 
community-based national service intended to address the following four issue 
areas of need: education, public safety, human needs, and the environment. 
Funding is provided through three major programmatic streams: AmeriCorps; 
Learn and Serve America; and the National Senior Service Corps. Examples of 
service projects include: 

• tutoring disadvantaged students; 

• organizing neighborhood crime watches; 

• converting vacant lots into neighborhood parks; 

• leading community health awareness campaigns; and 

• operating food banks. 

AmeriCorps is composed of three programs, State and National; National Civilian 
Community Corps (NCCC) and Volunteers in Service to America (VISTA). The focus of 
this report is on the AmeriCorps*State/National program, which currently involves 35,000 
members nationwide in 961 programs. State/National programs are operated through State 
Commissions and National service organizations. They support a national network of 
community-based programs providing opportunities for participants, referred to as 
"members," to engage in community service. In exchange for a year of Hill-time service, 
AmeriCorps members each receive a stipend and earn an education award that may be used to 
pay for higher education or to help pay back existing student loans. Members serving part- 
time receive pro-rated stipends and educational awards. Some members receive the education 
award and do not receive a stipend. 



For this Report, ‘AmeriCorps programs’ refers only to AmeriCorps*State/Nationa I programs. 
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Education-related activities have been a priority for the Corporation since its inception. 
Indeed, education programs comprise the largest single area of service (of the four issue areas 
of need) as well as a significant portion of the Corporation’s funding. Most recently, the 
Corporation has directed substantial resources toward the national issue of children’s reading 
performance. This focus supports an important national mandate, as articulated in the 
America Reads initiative: to help ensure that every child can read well and independently by 
the end of the third grade. Toward this end, the Corporation has encouraged its programs to 
provide literacy services to young readers. Members offer these services through a variety of 
strategies, including tutoring, mentoring, volunteering as classroom assistants, and other 
literacy-related activities (e.g., conducting trips to the library or organizing book 
distributions). Clearly, such literacy activities represent a major investment of Corporation 
resources. 

Study Design and Purpose 

To inform staff, programs, Congress and other stakeholders about its literacy activities, the 
Corporation contracted with Abt Associates to conduct an independent Descriptive Study of 
AmeriCorps Literacy Programs: State and National. The objectives of the Descriptive Study 
are to: 



• describe AmeriCorps"' State/National programs that conduct educational activities in terms of their 
programmatic structures and the literacy and tutoring activities they have implemented; 

• identify programs using effective reading/literacy instructional models likely to improve children’s 
reading abilities; 

• describe the target population receiving services; and 

• furnish descriptive and demographic information needed to design a future study of the impact of 
literacy activities on children’s reading skills. These programs would then be included in the 
second component of the Evaluation, the Outcome Evaluation of Literacy and Tutoring 
Programs . 



To meet these objectives, Abt Associates designed a survey which was administered in spring 
1999. The survey was sent to the 517 directors of AmeriCorps* State/National programs 
who had reported that their programs are engaged in the provision of educational and literacy 
services. The survey collected information about: 1) the sponsoring agencies supporting the 
programs; 2) the AmeriCorps*State/National programs conducting educational and literacy 
activities; 3) the population receiving services; and 4) the structures and operations of their 
programs’ literacy component. 
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Of the 517 project directors, 481 completed the survey, resulting in a response rate of 93 
percent. The information from these surveys serves as the basis for the results presented 
below. While 481 individuals completed the survey, a smaller number, 406, indicated that 
their programs conduct literacy activities. 

Given the substantive focus of the study on literacy, our discussion throughout this report is 
based upon information from this smaller set of programs (406); the report also examines 
more specifically the subset of 360 programs that engage in tutoring in reading. Information 
about the complete sample of 481 programs is presented in Appendix C. 

Major Findings 

Below, we present the highlights in the major substantive areas addressed in the Descriptive 
Study. 

Sponsoring Agencies 

• The majority of agencies sponsoring AmeriCorps State*/National literacy programs 
(83 percent) have been operating for five or more years. 

• Most often, the sponsoring agencies are community-based organizations (61 percent) 
or secondarily, educational institutions (29 percent). 

• The sponsoring agencies report education as a primary focus of their mission and are 
experienced providers of educational services, particularly to children. The majority 
had provided literacy services to their communities prior to the 1998-99 program 
year. 

AmeriCorps*State/National Programs 

The findings presented below are displayed in Exhibit E.l. 

• Slightly more than half of all programs (54 percent) are involved in education. 

• Forty-two percent of all programs provide literacy services (n=406). 

• Thirty-seven percent of all programs provide direct tutoring in reading (n=360). 
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• Five percent of all programs provide literacy-related activities such as reading aloud 
to children or organizing trips to the library (N=46). 

• Most AmeriCorps*State/National educational programs provide literacy services (84 
percent). 

• Of those programs conducting literacy services, most conduct tutoring activities in 
reading (89 percent). 



Exhibit E.l Frequency of Educational and Literacy 
Services in AmeriCorps*State/National Programs* 
(n=961) 



Among All 
Programs: 
(n=961) 



( 54% Provide Any 

Educational Services 

( 42% Provide Literacy 

Educational Services 




f Among Literacy 
Programs: 



( 69% Direct Literacy 

Tutoring 



( 11% Other Literacy- 

related Activities 




* Based on the 1998-99 program year. 



Resources 

Funding 

• Two-thirds of the literacy programs receive funding from at least one other 
Corporation source (e.g., America Reads, AmeriCorps Education Award, 
AmeriCorps Vista) in addition to their AmeriCorps*State/National grants. 

• Some programs (17 percent) use members and volunteers who are funded through 
the Federal Work Study Program. 
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Literacy providers 



• Literacy services offered by programs are substantial: nationwide, over 10,000 
members and 40,000 volunteers (recruited by members) provide literacy services. 

• The literacy programs typically have fewer than 20 members providing services; only 
nine percent have 50 or more members conducting literacy activities. 

• The majority of members (93 percent) and volunteers (80 percent) are high school 
graduates. Three-quarters of the members and half of the volunteers have 
participated in some postsecondary education. 

Recipients of Literacy Services 

• Approximately 260,000 individuals receive the literacy services offered by 
AmeriCorps*State/National programs. Ninety-percent (235,000) of these recipients 
are children. 

• AmeriCorps*State/National programs typically provide literacy services to large 
numbers of students: most programs (76 percent) provide services to over 100 
students. 

• Literacy services are provided to the full spectrum of learners, from infants/toddlers, 
to elementary and high school students, to families and other adult learners. 

However, across all programs nationwide, the majority of students receiving literacy 
services are concentrated in grades 1 through 6. 

• Nationwide, two-thirds of the recipients of literacy services are African-American or 
Hispanic. 

Literacy Program Structures 

• The primary goals of virtually all of the literacy programs are to improve: 1) 
students’ overall academic achievement, 2) motivation for reading and 3) reading 
comprehension skills. The majority of programs (56 percent) also strive to increase 
parents’ involvement in their children’s reading. 

• Almost all literacy programs provide some training to members and volunteers in 
literacy instruction and in working with children. Typically, about 16 hours of 
training are provided before and 20 hours are provided during the delivery of literacy 
services. Training is provided by a combination of staff from the sponsoring agency, 
the AmeriCorps program, the school district, and/or outside experts. 

• Most programs provide literacy services in two broad areas: 1) direct reading 
instruction (e.g., tutoring in reading, classroom and homework assistance, and reading 
to children); and 2) support for instructional activities (e.g., developing and organizing 
instructional materials, recruiting volunteers). 
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• Three-quarters of the programs conduct formal evaluations to assess the effectiveness 
of their literacy activities. 

• Literacy programs engaged in direct tutoring of reading are more likely to conduct 
formal evaluations than are programs with no tutoring component (78 percent vs. 50 
percent). 

Tutoring Activities 

Tutoring activities are of particular interest since they are aimed directly at improving 
children’s reading abilities. The Descriptive Survey , consequently, collected detailed 
information about the nature and potential effectiveness of these activities. The findings 
summarized below are based on the responses of the 360 AmeriCorps* State/National 
programs providing literacy tutoring. 

• Tutors engage in a wide range of activities with their students; these activities 
encompass the full range of reading subskills (e.g., reading aloud, reading 
comprehension, vocabulary development, reading fluency, decoding). 

• Over half (55 percent) of the tutoring programs report that tutors conduct decoding 
activities with students (i.e., activities that help beginning readers develop sound- 
symbol correspondences). 

• Most of the tutoring programs incorporate some of the structural and instructional 
features perceived by educators and researchers as important for positive reading 
outcomes. 2 The features reported most frequently include: 

• coordination of tutoring activities with the classroom curriculum; 

• adequate intensity of tutoring activities — meeting at least twice weekly for at 
least 1.5 hours/week; and 

• provision of training to members and volunteer tutors before and during 
service delivery in two important content areas: 1) reading and tutoring 
children; and 2) child development. 3 

• Almost half of the tutoring programs use well-known, widely-used instructional 
models (e.g., Reading Recovery, Reading One-to-One, Success for All). 

• Programs sponsored by colleges and universities are slightly more likely to report use 
of effective tutoring practices, on average, than are programs under other 
sponsorship. 



These features include: 1) coordinating with classroom instruction; 2) tutoring on more than two occasions 
during the week; 3) conducting formal evaluations; 4) convening for a total of at least 1 .5 hours weekly; 5) 
providing pre- and in-service training; 6) use of ‘brand-name materials’; 7) involving a reading specialist in 
planning literacy activities; and 8) using a stable one-to-one tutoring model. 

3 The survey collected information about types and amounts of training; however, we have no information 
about the quality of these trainings, a critical element of effective training. 
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• Programs utilizing members supported by Federal Work Study (FWS) funds, on 
average, use more effective tutoring practices than do programs not using members 
supported by FWS. 

• Programs receiving America Reads funds, on average, use more effective tutoring 
techniques than programs not receiving these funds. 

• More fully-implemented programs use more effective tutoring techniques than 
partially implemented programs. 

The findings about tutoring activities described above suggest that the Corporation_s efforts 
to encourage programs to develop and implement effective tutoring programs appear to be 
meeting with some success. The use of effective tutoring practices appears to be fairly 
widespread across programs . 4 The programs’ intentions about effective tutoring activities 
align well with what is known in the research. This is an important preliminary finding about 
the potential effects of these tutoring programs on children’s reading abilities. 



4 Since this finding is based on program directors’ perceptions about implementation of activities, it may 
well reflect the ‘intended’ rather than the ‘actual’ nature of services. As a result, this finding should be 
interpreted with considerable caution. 
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Chapter One 
Background 



This chapter begins with a brief description of the programs funded by the Corporation for 
National Service, including the AmeriCorps* State/National programs, which are the focus of 
the study. Next, in order to provide a context for the study, a discussion of federal initiatives 
in education and literacy is presented, followed by a description of the study and the 
organization for this report. 

The Corporation for National Service 

The Corporation for National Service (the Corporation) is a public corporation established by 
the National and Community Service Act in 1993. The Corporation's mission is to engage 
Americans of all ages and backgrounds in community-based national service in four critical 
issue areas of need: education, public safety, human needs, and the environment, and further, 
to achieve clearly demonstrable results through such community service. 

The Corporation’s programs and public-private partnerships involve national and 
community-based service organizations, corporations, foundations, colleges, universities, 
K-12 schools, and state and municipal governments. Funding is provided through three 
major programmatic streams: AmeriCorps; Learn and Serve America; and the National 
Senior Service Corps. 

AmeriCorps 

AmeriCorps is the national service initiative that supports a national network of 
community-based programs open to all American citizens 17 years or older. As part of the 
national service network, local AmeriCorps programs strive to meet the following goals: 

• Getting Things Done : Help solve community problems in the service areas of 
education, public safety, the environment, and other human needs; 

• Strengthening Communities : Work in cooperation with other community 
members and institutions to solve local problems; 

• Encouraging Responsibility. Enable members to become problem-solving, 
responsible leaders through service and civic education; and 

• Expanding Opportunity: Provide members with professional skills and 
experience; and help to make further education and/or job training more 
accessible. 
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